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History matters
Students help Rockingham County court
preserve local historical documents
BY CH AZ EVANS - HAYWOOD (' 9 7)

During the Civil War, marauding Union Soldiers were known
for burning public buildings and records. To avoid this potentially catastrophic loss, the Rockingham County court ordered
all records to be removed from the building and safely hidden on
the east side of the county. Unbeknownst to the court, the union
would come across those hidden records around the battlefields
of Port Republic where they seized volumes of historical records
from the Rockingham County Courthouse and set them on fire,
intent on destruction. However, courageous local women used
wet grass to extinguish the fires and save the volumes, many of
which are singed around the edges but still legible today thanks to
the high quality of paper and ink used during that era.
These volumes are among the many courthouse treasures being
organized and preserved by the hands ofJMU students.
It has been my pleasure to work with JMU students for the past
three years on this project, which includes legal documents dating
back to 1778 that are housed at the courthouse in downtown
Harrisonburg. I truly believe that the taxpayers in Rockingham
County and Harrisonburg will be deeply thankful to have this
relationship with the JMU community that is saving them money
and preserving their valuable histoty.
I look forward to many more years of working with students,
who, among many tasks, are reviewing criminal case fil es and
indexing and digitizing those files while gaining an in depth
understanding of the process of casework in Virginia courts. These
students have been actively involved in imaging land records, marriages and other local records.
While state law requires that we keep specific original documents and records, law does not cover some kinds of documents.
So I am trusting students to use their judgments to prioritize
conservation of those items. They have worked directly with the
Library of Virginia in reviewing and enforcing retention of items,

Chaz Evans-Haywood works on historical documents with
JMU students. Documents among the treasures at the
Rockingham County courthouse date back to 1778.
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and I will be sending the students to the Library of Virginia for
additional hands-on training.
Before we hired the JMU history and public administration
majors, we literally had tens of thousands of documents scuffed
in boxes that filled basement rooms from floor to ceiling. Their
diligent work has organized many of those documents, giving us a
better knowledge of what a treasure trove of documented history
and culture we have and how to quickly access it.
When someone comes to the courthouse looking for specific
documents, my goal is to make it possible for them to find what
they are looking for and be on their way in five minutes. The hard
work ofJMU students has made this level of efficiency achievable.
Among the documents the students located was the original
decree from Virginia Governor Patrick Henry establishing the
purpose of the courthouse.
Other fascinating finds include tax documents that tell a story of
local freed slaves who bought freedom for their family members
and paid property taxes. Also, records of indentured servitude,
where parents would sell their sons on the conditions that they
not drink alcohol, play cards or become romantically involved
with women until they earned their freedom at the age of 21. So
much has gone through this courthouse. I'm sure there are many
more exciting discoveries to be made.
-+ FOLLOW Chaz Evans-Haywood @ClerkChaz
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About the Auth or: Chaz Evans-Haywood is a 1997 political science
major, and he has served as the Rockingham County Courthouse Clerk ofCourts
since 2008. The Shenandoah Valley Techno
hgy Council honored him in 2011
with the High Tech Leadership Award at its annual Tech Nite award ceremony.
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